[Palliative care for patients with COPD: a challenge].
The aim of our study was to examine the practices and performance of a team working in a respiratory unit concerning the palliative care of patients with COPD, in a group of patients who died in hospital as a result of their disease. The first step was focused on those patients who died in the respiratory care unit of the General Hospital of Saint-Nazaire during the year 2008 and who received end-of-life care, and the reasons for their death. In the second step, we selected and analysed retrospectively the records of patients who died from COPD. In the third step semi-directive interviews were held with a sample of nine care workers who were judged to be representative of the staff working in the respiratory ward of Saint-Nazaire Hospital. The interviews consisted of seven questions related to palliative practices and professional experiences acquired during the care of patients with COPD. In a population of 51 patients who received end-of-life care during the year 2008, 34 were referred on account of lung cancer and only one was referred for COPD. Bronchial carcinoma was the main cause of death (36 cases) then COPD (16 cases) in a total of 92 deaths (2008). Retrospective analysis of the records of patients who died from COPD showed a limitation of care in 43% of cases, midazolam induced sedation in 43%, treatment with morphine in 37%, support for the family or relatives in 62% and some anticipated decisions in 6%. Analysis of the interviews showed that the subject of death is rarely or never discussed with these patients in contrast to patients dying from bronchial cancer. The practices of a respiratory team concerning palliative care in COPD patients appear to be limited to end-of-life care. This clearly reflects a need for palliative care education in workers of respiratory care units in order to deliver a global palliative approach at an earlier stage in the care of COPD patients and to improve communication concerning end-of-life treatments.